The university of Texas at Austin (August 1977) It has often been noticed that Plato, and before him Parmenides, assimilates "what is not" C't"O µ� �v) to •nothing" CµY)5&v or o6o&v) 1
Given that the central use of " nothing" has important ties with the existential quantifier ("Nothing is here" = "It is not the case that there is anything here"), it has widely been assumed that contexts that document this as similation also count as evidence that both within them and in cognate ontological contexts the relevant sense of 11being 1 1 or "to be" is that of existence. That this as s umption is not to be granted easily, has been
• 2 compellingly argued by G. E. L. owen. His main concern was to show th at the assumption is particularly mischievous in the interpretation of the Sophist, where he found it totally unwarranted. My own concern is to attack the as s umption on a broader plane. "Nothing" in English has u ses that do not depend on a tie with the existential quantifier.
So too in
Greek:
in�cleh or 'ouden can be g l osse d as •what does not exist , 1 1 but it can also be glossed as "not a something, " or in owen's fornmlation,•1what is not anything, what not-in-any way is': a subject with all the being knocked out of it and so unidentif i able, no subject." di. rection: not from "nothing" to " non ""'. be ing" in the sense of non-existence;
rather from "non-being" a s negativ e s pe c ification or negative determination to •nothing" as the extreme of negativity or indeterminacy.
To convey the sense invo lved in t his reverse assimilation I borrow owen's suggestive translation •not-being" for me �, a rendering which makes use of an in complete participle, rather than t. he complete gerund, of the verb "to be."
In the main Section of this paper I examine a certain "characterizing"
use of meden/ouden and medeis/oudeis in pre-Platonic non-philosophical contexts.
The passages discussed and analyzed offer cle.ar and suggestive illustrations of the assimilation of "nothing" or "nobody" to •not-being."
In the concluding Section I explore connections between that use and philo sophical concepts,with particular reference to Plato's doctrine of degrees of reality.
I
To make alternatives clear I begin with an exploration of the relevant English uses.
The semanti c spectrums of "nothing" and of the personal form
•nobody" are, of course, wider than logic books might suggest.
Only two uses concern us, and these can be quickly formulated if we take the expres sions "nob()dy"and "nothing"as answers to two types of questions.
(a)
1.
Who is in the house now?--Nobody.
2.
What is in the box?--Nothing.
(b) 1.
Who is the gentle�arl dver there?--Nobody.
What is that shape over there?--Nothing.
The one-word cu:iswers in exchanges (a) are clearly equivalent to more per spicuous expanded paraphrases of the form •There is no ! in !!1" where K can I 3 be replaced by an appropriate classifier or natural-kind expression and L can be replaced by a locative word or phrase. This is the use of "nobodytc or "nothing" that is closest to the negative existential quantified expressions in formal logic, "'(3x)Ex
For suggestive convenience, in spite of some infelicity--since (a)-type sentences are tensed, whereas the exis tential quantifier imports no time implications--! shall call (a) the "exis tential" use of "nobody" and •nothing."
It is not as easy to give a single perspicuous paraphrase of the one word answers in type (b). The respondent may intend to dispute the inter rogator's presupposition that there actually is something, let alone a gentleman or a shape, in the region referred to.
In that case, the question thus the snobbish respondent might say "He's nobody" with reference to someone of inferior status;or "It's nothing" may be the reassuring response of a doctor to a patient concerning certain physical changes in the patient's body they have both observed1 or it might be the response of a laboratory assistant to a student with reference to a speck they can both see through 4 the miicromsicope cn; or of oAne limsteAner at a l eicture to aAnothert, rwho iAn ui red about a poiAnt ade b gy the mspeanker aAnd rwhiich he firmst limsteAner m imsmsed .'.
UThe other pomsmsible memsmsaunge ims :
(ii ) UThe obje t referred to ims An etre melgy poor t, rwo An out t, or reduiced
--1111 L -(�:.� 't" r -ms eicimeAn of the nkiAnd it pr ma faicie appearms to be .'.
It ims e teAnmsi elgy deprirved of he Ano mal haraicterimstiicms of hat nkiAndt, mso it ic An 't" barelgy 't" or 't" hardlgy 't" be ic alledt, ams for ex mple iAn ex h Anungems (a ) And (b) t, a 't" ungeAntlem An 't" or a 't" mshape.'. 't" 'tOAne ic An mo e aptlgy ms e nk of rwhat it 't"ims Anot't" rather th An of rwhat 't"it ims .'. he is "not �," "not �'" "not £r" and so on, where the letters stand for particular persons or types of person with whom we are familiar or with whom we are prepared to deal.
Similarly to say of a thing that it is "nothing," in the sense that it is a very impoverished, enfeebled, or attenuated specimen of its kind, admittedly could be paraphrased by, "it might just as well not exist.
• But the paraphrase will not do as an analysis of the locution in the characterizing use.
For the latter alludes to the rationale of the "just as well" version: it is no-thing , not-being in that it is•not-!:_," " not�, " " not-!!, " and so on, where the letters stand for characteristics familiar to us, and which the sort of thing referred to nonnally ought to have.
II
The characterizing use of meden and cognate negative terms, such as ouden and the personal forms medeis , oudeis,has been studied in detail by
Let me review some of his major points and expand with my own comments on just a few--the most suggestive--of his examples.
rn Homer the characterizing sense 5 is served by the adjective of dis paragement outidanos, "a no-somebody-fellow," a person "of no account, worthless, sorry , good for nothing." The Homeric indefinite pronoun outis, from which outidanos is derived, has only the existential sense of "nobody," never he raice of meAn ims ice t iAnlgy Anot a 't"Ano hiAnung 't" An he mseAnms e of AnoAn-e imsteAn e .'.
It ims a 't"AnothiAnung 't" iAn the mseAnmse of la nkiAnung Angy of the attr butems he ungodms harve t, And ex e mplifgyiAnung oorlgy or arungiAnallgy thomse attribu ems hat he trwo raicems omsmsemsms An o AnoAn .'. P Andar illumstratems ith efe eAnice to oAne msu h attribute :
't"Linke the ungodms rwe harve iAntelliungeAnice t, And gyet rwe do (�:.� (�:.� .'.
• 
1324-25.
So we must not rule out the sense •accept the non-existent one into non-existence.
• But there is another way of understanding � meden, by construing the neuter article to not as introducing an abstract noun but simply as referring to the neuter noun that occurs in the prece ding line, � st egos, "the shelter,• Electra's metaphor for the funerary urn. Indeed that construction is by far the more likely and ready to hand, as is clear from the parallelism " ••• me
• to this shelter here; ••• the one who is nothing to this (urn) that is nothing.
• On t his translation there is no strain in the logic, and the use of meden co nforms perfectly to that in Creon's speech of distress . Both Electra and Orestes, the latter as embodied by the ashes contained within the urn, as w el l as by t he urn itself as container, are a "nothing" in the char-·t, : J z An ung mseAnmse .'. he msuppomsed AnothiAn Anemsms of 'tOremstems ims obrvioums : he doems p t !!P e (�:.� '°' he doems Anot morve t, he icAn An ot icome to l'Eleictra'°'ms help--And mso oAn And 5-0 for h rw ith the mAngy 't" Anot-t, 't"'°' ms implied iAn 'tOremstems'°' utter lgy deprirved mstate.'.
It ims preicimselgy iAn that mseAnmse that l'E leictrat, at the beungi AniAnung of hims msiceAne (1111 29)t, icallms oremstems--aungaiAn ideAntified rwith the amshems iAn the u An--a 't"AnothiAnung'°' :
't"Norw I hold gyou iAn mgy haAndms ams a AnothiAnung CoudeAn oAnta).'.'t" 114 IAn faict t, Sophoiclems doems Anot learve ums to imaungiAne 'tO remstems '°' 't"Anot-;:_ 't"'°' mscn; ams thouungh to icoAnfi An the mseAnmse of 't" AnothiAnung 't" iAn liAne 11 112 9 An d prepare ums for the mseicoAnd half of the •Anot hiAnung to AnothiAnung 't" o f l iAne 11 118686 t, he hams l'E leictra reicite a rwhole mstriAnung of 'tOremstems '°' depr irvatioAnms beungiAnAniAnung at liAne 11 11386 :
ut of (enktoms ) gyour homet, An exile oAn alieAn (allems ) msoil t, gyou died mshelter that ims Anot a mshelter t,'t" ims here rvergy iclomse to the msurfaice .'.
IAn thims ms me mspee h l'Ele tra ungraduallgy ideAntifiems het o (�:.� fate rwith that of 'tO remstems .'. A t oAne poiAnt he rhetoriic ungoems erveAn begyoAnd ideAntifiicatioAn t, piic turiAnung the dead 'tOremstems Anot merelgy ams the oAne totallgy dep ri ed but ams Ane rwho ims aictielgy deprirviAnung l'Ele t ra 't"of erver hiAnung t,• 't"linke a msto m • ( 11 115-0 -511 ) .'.
So rwe a e alreadgy Anicl Aned to t i nk of l'Eleict ra ams a AnAnoth Anung • An the icharaic-
terizing sense before we finally hear her cl imacti c hyperbol e,"! am dead"
(1152, cf. 1164).
Even before this scene Sophocles has spell.ed out Electra's privative nothingness: from the first scenes the play has been studded with Electra's remarks of self-pity, in which she characterize s her predicamen t 16 by using negative phrases and privative �-or apo-compounds.
Let me reiterate that even though the characterizing sense for Electra's c{,fv\ "me who _!,� nothing to this that is nothing" is the most immediate and logically the most straightforward, the existential sense, •me the non-existent into non-existence" must be allowed as a secondary semantic layer. The context is quite different from that in Moorhouse's passage abou t the dying woman, where the existential sense was precisely the one not intended. In Electra's speech a lin. e that packs together the characterizing, the hyperbolic (with respect to Electra), and the metonymous (with respect to the Underworld) use of "nothing" is just what we would expect from the pen of a tragic poet.
III
The evidence discussed in the preceding Section is certainly adequate to establish that the characterizing use of me den/ouden and medeis/oudeis is at least as viable and familiar in classical Greek as the corresponding uses of "nothing" and "nobody• in English.
But an even stronger conclusion is warranted. Doubtless, in terms of frequency, this use cann oi:' fail but 17 appear minor compared to the existential use. But this comparison belies the import.an · ce . of the characterizing use iri the development of Greek concepts.
In non-philosophical sources the use is documented in contexts of major dramatic or rhetorical impact.
So its literary conspicuousness is high.
It
would seem, moreover, that to the extent that authors such as Pindar and the traungediAnms treat the o Aniceptms tAnoAn-beiAnung11 11 aAnd 't" AnothiAnung 't" thematiicallgy--i.'.e .'.
to the exteAnt thegy drwell oAn or exploit msem Antiic impliicatioAnms of the icorremspoAndiAnung rwordms--it ims the ichara teriziAnung t, Anot the eximsteAntialt, mseAnmse that mserrvems ams fo ums .'. So ungirveAn the literargy baicnkungro And t, rwe mshould hardlgy prems me--ams hams ungeAnerallgy beeAn the icamse--that rwheAn °AnothiAnung 't" beicomems thematiic for a philomsophiical author fo ums rwill be oAn the eximsteAntial mseAnmse .'. It miunght rwell be that premsm ptioAn mshould be iAn farvor of he hara teriziAnung mseAnmse .'. A ungood icamse icaAn be madet, I belierve t, for the themsims that erveAn iAn .'.a eAnidems medeAn t, and did not hit it (actually hit it) with a stone that was not a 20 stone (a draughtboa rd pi ece ) .
obviously related to this type of folk riddle is one of the most striking forms of the oxymoron figure in Greek literature:
that is not an !_-person (or thing) • A good example can be drawn from that same scene of Sophocles' Electra that was discussed in the prece di ng Section: 21 meter ametor, • unmotherly mother,• or "mother hardly a mother" (1154).
As in the example cited, this type of oxymoron involves juxtaposition of a noun against a compound consisting of the same noun p refixed by a-negative.
A quite dis�inct, yet significantly related figure, i s that of alliteration through a-negative compounds.
Here too we have a good example from Sophocles• Electra, though not from the same scene discussed earlier:
suffering an � ending doom of ills" (164-67). 22 An impure variant of this device produces the same effect of pathos through accumulation of a -negative compounds, negative predications , apo-compounds and simil ar expressions.
we saw such a figure in the description of the supposed ashes of Orestes .
2 3 Both a-negative alliteration and its impure variant of accumulating negatives are among the most favored devices of Greek authors , from Homer through the dramatists, the orators, and beyond. What is more, predilection for these devices reflects tendencies characteristic of the Greek language itself. For
Greek not only has a richer variet y of morphological variants of the negative 24 prefix than any other Inda-European language, it also is b y far more productive of negative compounds than the two other ancient languages for which IAn a fom ulatioAn I p efer t, the themsims ims that the diale tiic of Be Anung iAn iclamsmsiical Greenk mspe ulatioAn fou msems Anot oAn 't" hat here ims't" but oAn 't" hat it ims't" or •H orw it ims't" cn; Anot oAn ei msteAnice but oAn ph gymsimst, o AnmstitutioAn t, or fo m.'. 
